offer an excellent overview of the current state of scholarship and practice regarding the partnerships that nonprofits establish with governments, with for-profit businesses, and with other nonprofits. As the authors note, the overall goal of these partnerships is to generate higher efficiencies, strengthen service delivery capacity and increase public value in order to amplify the reach of public serving programs. In 183 pages of text and endnotes, Mendel and Brudney draw on their extensive survey work with nonprofit executives to identify the partnership principles that ensure that the work of nonprofits is effective, positive, durable and replicable. The book covers the three possible dyadic pairs for partnerships involving the three sectors: government-nonprofits; business-nonprofits; nonprofits-nonprofits.
All partnerships have their peculiarities but, as the final chapters demonstrate, in the end they are subject to an identifiable suite of principles and measured by similar indicators. Key concepts such as trust and reciprocity are essential elements of all partnerships between organizations, and between the people in them. It is emblematic -and I assume not just a coincidence -that Chapter 4 is titled Good to Great, the same title as the mega-selling business book by Jim Collins. Collins published an addendum Good to Great and the Social Sectors: Why Business Thinking is Not the Answer which specifically contrasted the sectors, and this book would have benefited from some of the same analysis. The Mendel and Brudney book is sprinkled with concepts and processes that first emerged in the business sector -e. g. transformational versus transactional management, return-on-investment (ROI), dashboards -and some more acknowledgement of these crossovers was perhaps needed.
The book is about building grounded theory that goes beyond experience and anecdotes. In the Acknowledgment the authors state that their intention was to go beyond derivative theory -theory drawn from theory (p. vii). Implicit then is that the also wanted to go beyond derivative practice -practice drawn from practiceand on page 165 they distinguish between theories of partnership and real-world indicators. But, in the end, the theory they establish reads a lot like the pointers you might find in a best practice manual. When analyzing real-world processes in organizations, theory and practice are often not that dissimilar. My first impression on seeing many of the summary figures and tables, is that they are not only theorizing, but in effect essential advice for anyone working to improve partnerships or seeking to understand why some succeed and others fail.
In the final chapter, Towards Nonprofit Theory, Table 7 .1, the summary table of the section Component Theories of Nonprofit Partnerships would not be out of place in a practice manual published by an industry association or consultant firm, and the chapter (and the book itself) finishes with a section on dashboards, a quintessential management tool of the modern executive in all three sectors. So can we claim that we can distinguish theory from practice when researching real-world organizational dynamics? If the basis of theory is that the gathering, analysis and systemizing of data leads to more structured insights, then this book succeeds masterfully. If the objective is to take the reader beyond where practice manuals could ever hope to go, it may not have fully achieved that.
I have one gripe about the book format. Unfortunately, it uses only endnotes for each chapter, but has no final bibliography. A reader may want to find if there are references to a specific author or if an author has more than one publication, but in this format it's not possible. (I stumbled across a reference to my own work buried in an endnote). The book would have also have benefited from a more consistent chapter structure. The default structure seem to be to start with an Overview, then give an Introduction, and to end with a Conclusion. But some chapters also have a final In Review section that would have been good to include in every chapter.
Despite any problems, what matters is that the book is an important contribution to the literature on the partnership work of nonprofits. The stated audience of the book includes scholars, students, nonprofit executives, volunteers and grant makers. All of them could gain important insights into partnerships by reading this book. The core lesson from the book and, more importantly, from the nonprofit executives who were interviewed as part of the research, appears to be a version of trust and verify. Mendel and Brudney clearly lay out why partnerships are important and give clear instructions on how to achieve success and measure outcomes.
